Bifurcated language shift: A study of the Malayalee

diaspora in Malaysia by Nambiar, M.
B'f~ urcated Language Shift:
st~dy of the Malayalee
diaspora in Malaysia
SALA29:6-8 January 2011
Mohana Namblar
UnlversHyof Malaya
Malaysia
mohanaOum.edu.my
Defin"Ing LANGUAGE SHIFT(LS):
.' Th.' e end
sPeake result of a community of
g rs. cons .ravitatin t ciouslv or unintentionally.
one air g owards a new language or
P eady ithlerforrn ih WI In their repertoire to
their rnoth e functions usually reserved for
languag er tongue or heritagee.
MALAMAl A YALEE DIASPORA IN
1..1"\YSIA
.:. Iv\"
.:.M~grated fr
.' Inority om Kerala in South India
.:'Current community
v Lessth Population :35 244
.:. an 1% •
~~rt:'prisin ; of Malaysian population
1. Ig.IOUSa~iliaWb-~ommunities based on
... Hindus7 ens:
c. Ch' 4%
3. M nstians16%
USlirns6%
Bifurcated language shift/
Intra-Community Variations
.:.TheMalayalee community in Malaysia is
facing language shift but it isnot manifested
in an identical manner among the 3 sub-
communities
.:.The shift isbifurcated: the Hindus and
Christiansare moving towards Englishwhile
the Muslimsare shifting towards the Malay
language.
.:.Given the same ancestral language
&common place of origin. why does a
community that has migrated to the same
country exhibit different patterns of language
shift?
Malaysian Setting
.:. Malaysia - multiracial. multi-linguistic &
multi-religious
.:. Majority communities - Malays
(Muslims; natives; "bumiputras"J.
Chinese and Indians
.:. National/official language/main
medium of instruction - Malay
.:.Official second language - English
.:. Education via Chinese & Tamil also
available at primary school level
OBJECTIVES OF STUDY
1. Isthere a shift of the mother tongue of the
Malayalee community in Malaysia as
evidenced through:
.:. The community's level of proficiency in
Malayalam visa vis the other commonly-
used languages such as English.Malay and
Tamil?
.:. The community's use of language for intra-
ethnic communication in different domains
such as family/home. friendship. religion.
transaction. entertainment and inner
speech?
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OBJECTIVES OF STUDY(cont)
2, HYPoth '.fa' eSlzlngthat the community is
bec~ng.Ianguage shift, is this language
III aVlour manifested in a similar
anner among the three sub-
cornrnu 'fM niles, that is, the Hindu
a:~al~es, Christian Malayalees,
uslim Malayalees?
1 FINDINGS
, TheM
eXPe.alaYalee community isnen .Cant clng language shift; 20%
WritesPeak M at all; 80% cant read &
2 .
, Thesh'f .
mannI t ISnot manifested in similar
bHlIrc e; among the 3 groups; it is
are Sh~t~d.The Christians and Hindus
MlJSIi~ Ing tOwards Englishwhile the
s towards Malay.
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OBJECTIVES OF STUDY(cont)
3. What are the factors that have
contributed to the shift of the
Malayalam language (if in fact there
isa shift) and are they the same for all
the three sub-communities? In the
event that they are not, what are the
reasons for such intra-group
variations?
Measures of Shift
.:.Extent of self-rated proficiency in
Malayalam
.:.Extent of bilingualism
.:.Predominant language in differen~ .
domains esp. family/home and religion
.:.Predominant language for inner speech
.:.Extent of code-switching, code-mixing
.:.Extent of inter-generational shift
Reasons for Shifting Away
from Malayalam(general)
.:. No single factor can account for LS
.:. Act of migration: minority and immigrant
statusof community
.:.Societal bilingualism- prerequisite for
language shift
.:. Very little functional differentiation of
language
.:.Lack of statusof Malayalam
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-:.GReas=o~ns-:(-c-ont-)-------
OYernsc ment licloPefor MaFc0teres -: education system; no
ayalam In school
.,. ROI
en~ of parents' d'aCeOUragingoth Is10uragingMalayalam/ommodaf er anguages/
Whenwing younger generations'
e were y .Eng/isFFeakingin Ma?UnR our parent~ felt that
. Father f It 9ya am would disrupt our
We had t; lis1e rtebetter off with English.
tOblaroUnd usw en a BBC news. Everything
Ene~rnanners. .,.$swestem-c~n.tred, including
My ~llsh.We thou eh~ad an affinity for att things
other wore.JJ twe were the royal famiry!
wo es em clothes and we even
re hats to church. R220 G2 51CF
WhyH·-----------.
Ore Sh.~~.dusand Christians
.:.He ling towards English:
ad-start .In English;
I uSeE
En . ng/ish a dg/lsh as I n am most proficient in
~dUcated can:e fram a highly
~aw Eng/i~nclent family in Keralo. All
YcirCle of f-: my family members and
nends.
R295 GI 75 CF
~hyChrisr-------~
• 0 EngliSh ( Ions & Hindus shifting
• tl(t cant)
ent OfQPpr comfort·Th lesto You With Englishnot only
OUghI nger generation
Prefe can spe khusbr EngliSh Wha Malaya/am well, I
sColand, I US~E e~ I quarrel with my
'eftd him in M ngllsh because when I
souective' as .alaya/am, it doesn't sound os
rn ndsSore In English. Even the term "you"
y hu o spectf I'Pers sand re . u InMalayalam. When
uade me t~lll.es I'm angry, he'll try to
Speak in Ma/ayalam.
R295 Gl 75 CF
What are the reasons for the
bifurcated pattern in LS?
.:.Historical: the Hindu and Christian
migrants more educated (in
English) than the Muslims;
"Macaulay's Minute"
.:.Led to different employment
patterns; traders v middle rung/
supervisory staff
Why Christians & Hindus
shifting to English(cant)
.:. Necessary for employment, e.g. rubber
estates
.:. Attitude towards English -language of
prestige
If you can speak English, others think you
are highly educated. English is a status
symbol. So you stop using Malayalam.
R217Gl 65 MF
Why Christians & Hindus
shifting to English(Cont)
® Christians use more English than Hindus in
domain of religion
The church group consists of Tamils,
Chinese, Eurasians as well as Malayalees.
Of course the language used is English.
R239G2 62 CF
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Maray ~s Ims are s I
.:.M . anguage
ed,urn fo education
.:. Pro'T Xlrnityto th.he MOlob .e Maloy community
Ide fans or IfesP Ify with the ~ c,oser to the Malays. They
the~O/s,etc. TheS~ys because of religion,
min qre Very occ a ays accept us easily;
Monty, no 0 ommo.dating. Being a
P/g~boris. w~~ cnomotons the cause of the
Th e, espe' r~ scattered all over the
neereislittle clally In ur!?an areas like KL/P J.
So ;d help, I~portunlty to get together. If I
Indi2e SOcializ~f;~oqCh .my Malay neighbour.os. n IS with the Malays, not the
e
R49 G2 42 MF
t
'NhyMuslim . .he MIs are shifting towards
.:.QUe . a ay language
. StlOI)of i .
QSSlrniiatio d.el)tlty /Desire for
• C::ornrn I)With Malays. Why?
on r r• tCOI) . e Igion ("shafie madhab")
"b ornlc .lJrniPlJt gain (affirmative policy:
• Official era" privileges)
~lJe to ~~f~~~e in ethnicity possible
alays' nltlon of 'Malay' in the
Ian Co t·ns itution
Distanc'c::ornrn~n~ from mainstream
':'/'1 nlty
ehrny birth cert· .
ehO~ged to M Iflcate, my race has been
c olce. Oth a!ay. That's the only
Ino~Sidered~rwlse 1'1/have to be
A.1?'On; India n Indian. But I'm not an
in trny chi/dr ns are Tamils. I'm a Ma/aban.
k
n
heir birth en are considered as Malays
Ow the M certificates. They 0/1 only
alay language.
R63G334 MM
Why Muslims are shifting
towards the Malay language
.:. Exogamy: approx. 30%; Mal males
marrying Malay women
I think at least 50% of the Ma/abaris are
using Maloy. They live and intermingle
with the Malays. In addition, Maloy girls
are very sociable: there ismore
opportunity for Ma/abari boys to interact
with Maloy girls than with Ma/abari girls.
R77G2 58 MF
Change in ethnic identity
possible (but unpredictable)
.:.On the birth certificate, two of my
children are listed as "Keturunan
Melayu" [of Malay descent] but the third
is considered as Indian Muslim. Because
of that, he is considered non-bumiputera
and can't get a scholarship like his
brothers.
R80G2 52 MM
Identity and Language
.:. Not an over-generalisation to conclude
that Muslim Malayalees are facing an
identity crisis and language is a crucial
issue.
.:. If one doesn't wish to be considered a
Malayalee but a Malay, the most logical
step would be to stop using Malayalam
and shift to Malay.
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CONCLUSION
.:.Underly'
ShiftingIng reason for all three groups for
toward away from Malayalam and
s another language:
) Ec:onorn'
differ ICadvancement but the means
THANK YOU
CONCLUSION
-:-Shift is inevitable: What begins as the
language of social and economic stability
ends, within 3 generations or so, as the
language of the crib as well, even in
democratic and pluralism-permitting
contexts. (Fishman,1989:206)
.:.What isnoteworthy isthat despite sharing
the same ancestral language, migrating
from the same source country and living in
the same ecological setting, the
community isexperiencing a bifurcated
language shift, a rare occurrence indeed.
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